VII: THE QARA MOUNTAINS-
EXORCISING  THE EVIL EYE, AND
ORDEAL BY FIRE

A IN. The second week of November. A big moon
sailed in and out of low-driving clouds, and I
JL JXremembered the last full moon that had shone on
my unobtrusive departure from Muscat harbour, but how
different the scenes I had then envisaged for this moon, and
their realities. Yet, though the sands seemed unattainable,
and therefore in prospect very sweet, there was solace in
these mountains.

Against the night the twisted branches of the fig tree that
was my roof made an exquisite picture; loud and continuous
were the hissings of crickets, and eerie the darting of large
black bats from tree to tree; a rush of air betrayed the
vulture that glided swiftly overhead; white and brown
storks gathered in their accustomed tree-tops for the night,
but took to flight at early dawn, for they seemed to resent
our intrusion, and no longer gladdened the sunlit fields of
'Ain with their grotesque but decorative presence.

The dawn was heralded by the curious glissando note of a
bee-eater calling to his mate. A joyous dawn ? No, for the
baby coney we had caught two nights before and had kept
alive with cow's milk, was found rolled up in a cold stiff
ball. It needed us no more, and Sa'id, a young askari whgse
practice it was to come and fondle it, could not^rmg
himself to watch it skinned, but walked away with bowed
head - a display of sentiment unusual in these barbarous
places!

We were leaving to-day for another camp four miles to
the westward. My old camels that brought us here I had

[77]